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+LJKHUHGXFDWLRQVWXGHQWV¶H[SHULHQFHVRIGLJLWDOOHDUQLQJ
DQGGLVHPSRZHUPHQW 
 
Cristina Costa, Mark Murphy, Ana Lucia Pereira and Yvette Taylor 
 
This paper focuses on learning practices in higher education in relation to a digital participatory culture. Using 
key principles of critical education, especially those related to participation, communication, transformation and 
contextualisation of learning as forms of learning autonomy, the research set out to explore higher education 
VWXGHQWV¶VHQVHRIagency online ± or lack of it ±as part of their formal learning practices. 
The research found that although students were proficient web users, they did not exercise their learner 
agency beyond what they assumed to be expected of them, thus evidencing the stability of their learning habitus 
in relation to the learning conventions associated with the academic field. More surprisingly however is perhaps 
VWXGHQWV¶SHUFHSWLRQRIWKHZHEQRWRnly as a space of student participation but also one of student surveillance, a 
real obstacle to meaningful learning.   
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Introduction  
Since the advent of the read and write ZHE2¶5HLOO\ 2015), a rhetoric of empowerment and 
participation began to attach itself to formal education (see Selwyn 2011). This has been 
reflected in literature in the field of learning technology, now popularly rebranded as digital 
education. In the context of liberal forms of education, it is relevant to imagine the web as an 
instrument of educational change because of the lower barriers it provides for user engagement. 
These observations have often been translated into assumptions of the web as an appropriate 
space for autonomous learning and authentic learning contexts, where agents can exercise their 
power and experience with a high degree of freedom as learners and informed citizens. More 
recently, online learning has also been connected to digital culture practices (Miller 2011) that 
rely heavily RQ LQGLYLGXDOV¶ FUHDWLRQ RI FRQWHQW DQG FRQWULEXWLRQ RI LGHDV DV IRUPV Rf 
participation (Jenkins et al. 2007). 
While it can be claimed that the web has affected the social world in general, and 
created spaces for the self-organisation of knowledge networks (see Castells 2012), it is less 
clear how it impacts LQGLYLGXDOV¶ formal educational practices within the boundaries set by 
educational institutions This is not to say that research on the integration of technology in the 
classroom is not abundant. Yet, it more often than not reports on its advantages or 
disadvantages rather than elaborating on how pedagogical practices are construed in relation 
to and in direct context with the digital, more specifically the web. Much of the focus so far 
has been on pedagogical approaches that are regarded as suitable to the implementation of 
digital education. These encompass student-centred approaches, forms of collaboration and 
personalisation of learning that aim to recapture and apply the legacies of critical thinkers such 
as Freire (1970) and Illich (1971) in a new, reconfigured context, that of the digital. The 
interpretation here is that digital technology is inherently transformative. Additionally, there is 
a plethora of publications on student expectations of classroom teaching with technology (see 
for example, Duncan-Howell 2012; Waycott et al. 2010). This derives from the need to connect 
HGXFDWLRQWRWKHµUHDOZRUOG¶DQGEULGJHVWXGHQWV¶GD\-to-day experiences with the digital with 
their educational activity. Yet, very little research seems to elaborate on the impact of such 
educational proposals on lHDUQHUV¶DFWXDOOHDUQLQJSUDFWLFHV 
,WLVZLWKWKHVHREVHUYDWLRQVLQPLQGWKDWZHVHWRXWWRH[DPLQHVWXGHQWV¶DFWXDOOHDUQLQJ
practices not only in relation to their use of the web for their learning, but also to the broader 
set of assumptions about the transformative nature of technology as applied in educational 
contexts. . In order to fulfil the purpose of developing a critical understanding of the interplay 
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between higher education VWXGHQWV¶digital practices and their approaches to learning, a three 
year study involving higher education students was conducted. The article explores 
SDUWLFLSDQWV¶ sense of autonomy and agency ± or lack of it - in the context of a digital 
participatory culture applied to formal learning practices. 
This introduction is followed by a review of the main principles concerning digital 
educational approaches. The methodology underpinning the study is then presented and the 
findings of the research analysed. Finally, we discuss the findings in light of %RXUGLHX¶V
conceptual framework of practice. 
 
Digital education: participation as learning  
&ULWLFDOFRQFHSWLRQVRIOHDUQLQJDQGWHDFKLQJKDGDOUHDG\EHHQH[WHQVLYHO\GHYHORSHGEHIRUH
WKHDGYHQWRIWKHZHEHVSHFLDOO\WKURXJKFULWLFDOSHGDJRJLFDOSDUDGLJPVWKDWSODFHDQHPSKDVLV
RQ SDUWLFLSDWLRQ FRPPXQLFDWLRQ WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ DQG FRQWH[WXDOLVDWLRQ RI OHDUQLQJ ZLWK WKH
OHDUQHUDW WKHFHQWUHRI WUDQVIRUPDWLYHFKDQJHVHH IRUH[DPSOH*LURX[ ,QKHUHQW WR
WKHVH EDVLF SULQFLSOHV LV DQ LQWHQWLRQ WR FKDQJH SRZHU UHODWLRQV DPRQJVW DJHQWV HVSHFLDOO\
WKURXJKWKHHPDQFLSDWLRQRIWKRVHZKRDUHLQ)UHLUH¶VZRUGVOLYLQJDQGOHDUQLQJXQGHU
DFXOWXUHRIGRPLQDWLRQ,QWKLVYHLQFULWLFDOSHGDJRJLHVFDQEHUHJDUGHGDVDUHVSRQVHWRVRFLDO
VWUXJJOHV DQG LQMXVWLFHV WKDW DUH UHSURGXFHG E\ HGXFDWLRQ V\VWHPV 7KDW UHJDUG OHDUQHUV DV
FRQVXPHUVRILQIRUPDWLRQ 
,W LV LQ WKLV UHJDUG WKDW )UHLUH  ODXQFKHG KLV FULWLTXH DJDLQVW ZKDW KH QDPHG
EDQNLQJ HGXFDWLRQ D SDVVLYH IRUP RI WHDFKLQJ DQG OHDUQLQJ WKDW HVFKHZV VWXGHQW
FRQVFLHQWL]DomR  LQ HVVHQFH FULWLFDO FRQVFLRXVQHVV 7R FRXQWHUDFW WKLV WUHQG )UHLUH
SURSRVHV D SUREOHPSRVLQJ W\SH RI HGXFDWLRQ WKDW LV GLDORJLFDO LQ QDWXUH )UHLUH  
:KHUHDV EDQNLQJ HGXFDWLRQ REVWUXFWV FUHDWLYH LQSXWV E\ WDPLQJ LQGLYLGXDOV¶ DFWLRQV DQG
DYRLGLQJQHJRWLDWLRQRIPHDQLQJSUREOHPSRVLQJHGXFDWLRQUHJDUGVLQGLYLGXDOV¶FUHDWLRQVDQG
FRQWULEXWLRQV DV PHDQLQJIXO DQG FULWLFDO DFWV RI OHDUQLQJ 7KH REMHFWLYH RI SUREOHPSRVLQJ
HGXFDWLRQLVWKXVWKDWRIFULWLFDOO\HQJDJLQJWKHOHDUQHULQWKHDQDO\VLVRIWKHVRFLDOUHDOLW\WKDW
VXUURXQGV KLPKHU VR WKDW VKH FDQ DFW RQ LW$V D IRUP RI HPSRZHUPHQW SUREOHPSRVLQJ
HGXFDWLRQHPSKDVLVHVQRWRQO\FULWLFDODJHQF\EXWDOVRDFWLYHDQGGHPRFUDWLFFLWL]HQVKLS 
 7KHSURSRVDORIVXFKDQDUFKHW\SHRIHGXFDWLRQLVQRWYHU\GLIIHUHQWIURPWKDWVXJJHVWHG
LQGLJLWDOHGXFDWLRQOLWHUDWXUHVHHIRUH[DPSOH6KDUSHHWDO7KHZHEDVDQDSSDUHQW
XQUHVWULFWHGVSDFHRIFRQVXPSWLRQDQGSURGXFWLRQRILQIRUPDWLRQRSHQVXSQHZRSSRUWXQLWLHV
IRUFROOHFWLYHLQWHOOLJHQFHDQGFRQJUHJDWLRQ:HQJHUDWDOZKHUHDJHQWVDUHH[SHFWHGWR
EHLQFKDUJHRIWKHLURZQOHDUQLQJ%HKLQGWKLVFHOHEUDWLRQRIDJHQF\LVDVXJJHVWLRQRIDIRUP
RIHPSRZHUPHQW2QOLQHKRZHYHUWKLVHQDFWPHQWRIDJHQF\LVGHSHQGHQWRQLQGLYLGXDOV¶RZQ
GLVSRVLWLRQVWRSDUWLFLSDWHLQVXFKGLJLWDOVSDFHV$SDUWLFLSDWRU\FXOWXUHLVHSLWRPLVHGE\DFWV
RIFUHDWLRQDQGVKDULQJZLWKLQGLYLGXDOVDFWLQJDVERWKFRQWULEXWRUVDQGVXSSRUWHUVRIRWKHU¶V
FUHDWLRQV-HQNLQVHWDODVSDUWRIWKHVRFLDOFRQQHFWLRQVWKDWDUHWKHUHLQIRUPHGWKH
YLWDOWLHVWKDWELQGRQOLQHXVHUVWRJHWKHU7KHHWKRVRIDSDUWLFLSDWRU\FXOWXUHRQOLQHLVWKXVDV
PXFKDQLQGLYLGXDOLVHGDFWDVLWLVDFROOHFWLYHHQGHDYRXU 
7KHUHLVQRGRXEWWKDWERWKFULWLFDOHGXFDWLRQDQGWKHGLJLWDOSDUWLFLSDWRU\FXOWXUHVHHN
WKHGHPRFUDWL]DWLRQRINQRZOHGJHDQGWKHHPDQFLSDWLRQRIWKHOHDUQHU1RQHWKHOHVVLWLVFUXFLDO
QRW WR FRQIXVH WKH RSSRUWXQLWLHV WKH ZHE SURYLGHV IRU DJHQF\ ZLWK DVSLUDWLRQV RI HTXDO
SDUWLFLSDWLRQDQGVWDWXVDPRQJVWSDUWLFLSDQWV(YHQWKRXJKWKHZHEKDVEHHQGHYHORSHGZLWKD
VHWRIGHPRFUDWLFYDOXHVLQPLQGDµWUXO\SDUWLFLSDWRU\FXOWXUH¶LVIDUIURPEHLQJHVWDEOLVKHG
RQOLQH-HQNLQVHWDODVVWUXFWXUDOVWUXJJOHVDQGLQHTXDOLWLHVDUHRIWHQPLUURUHGLQ
WKHGLJLWDOZRUOGZLWKGRPLQDQWJURXSVFRPPRQO\WDNLQJFHQWUDOVWDJHLQWKLVSURFHVV(YHQ
WKRXJKOHDUQLQJVSDFHVRQOLQHDUHIRUPHGEH\RQGJHRJUDSKLFDODQGWHPSRUDOERXQGDULHVWKH\
DUHQRWLPSHUYLRXVWRWKHSRZHUV\VWHPVWKDWSHUYDGHRWKHUVSDFHVRIVRFLDOOLIH<HWWKHUHDUH
ZD\V WR UHVSRQG WR WKLV W\SHRIGRPLQDWLRQ$V -HQNLQV HW DO  HPSKDVLVH µWKHPRUH
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SDUWLFLSDWRU\FRQWH[WVZHFUHDWHWKHPRUHRSSRUWXQLWLHVZHFUHDWHIRUPHDQLQJIXOSDUWLFLSDWLRQ¶
 ,W ZDV ZLWK WKLV LQ PLQG WKDW WKH WHDFKLQJ DSSURDFKHV SUHVHQWHG LQ WKLV DUWLFOH ZHUH
GHYHORSHG 
 
7KHORJLFRIGLJLWDOSUDFWLFHV 
 
-XVW OLNH )UHLUH %RXUGLHX DQG 3DVVHURQ   WRR SURYLGHG D FULWLTXH WR WKH IRUPDO
HGXFDWLRQ V\VWHP RI WKHLU FRXQWU\7KHVH FULWLTXHV FDQ EH DQG KDYH EHHQ DSSOLHG WR RWKHU
LQWHUQDWLRQDOUHDOLWLHV)UHLUHDSSUDLVHGWKH%UD]LOLDQHGXFDWLRQDOV\VWHPDVGHKXPDQL]LQJDQG
%RXUGLHXDQG3DVVHURQXQGHUVWRRG)UHQFKHGXFDWLRQDVDUHSURGXFWLYHVFKHPHUHSUHVHQWDWLYH
RI WKH WDVWHDQGKDELWXVRI WKH OHDGLQJFODVVHV1RQHWKHOHVV WKHLUSHUVSHFWLYHVRQZKDW UROH
HGXFDWLRQFDQSOD\LQWKHOLEHUDWLRQRIWKHOHDUQHUGLYHUJHG)UHLUHUHJDUGHGHGXFDWLRQDVWKH
DQVZHUWRWKHLVVXHVGHULYHGE\WKHHGXFDWLRQDOV\VWHPLWVHOILQWKDWHGXFDWLRQKDVWKHSRWHQWLDO
RIHPDQFLSDWLQJDQGKXPDQL]LQJ WKH LQGLYLGXDO%RXUGLHXDQG3DVVHURQRQ WKHRWKHUKDQG
GHHPHGHGXFDWLRQDVDWKUHDWWRJHQXLQHLQGLYLGXDODXWRQRP\DQGDJHQF\:KDWWKH\DOODJUHHG
RQLVWKDWWKHVWUXFWXUHRIIRUPDOHGXFDWLRQLVLQGHHGDIRUPRIGRPLQDWLRQPRUHFRQFUHWHO\D
IRUPRIRSSUHVVLRQDQGV\PEROLFYLROHQFHUHVSHFWLYHO\%XUDZR\DQG+ROGW 
 7KHZHEDVDQDOWHUQDWLYHVSDFHIRUOHDUQLQJKDVRIWHQEHHQFKDUDFWHULVHGDVLQKHUHQWO\
GHPRFUDWLFEHFDXVHRIWKHDYDLODELOLW\RIWRROVDQGDSSURDFKHVWKDWDUHDYDLODEOHWRFLWL]HQV
7KH ZHE KDV HTXDOO\ EHHQ GHILQHG E\ WKH RSSRUWXQLWLHV LW SURYLGHV IRU RSHQ FROODERUDWLRQ
&RQROHDQGLQGLYLGXDODQGFROOHFWLYHYRLFH,WLVWKXVQRWVXUSULVLQJWKDWWKHZHEKDV
EHHQLGHQWLILHGDVGLVUXSWLYH.RSEHFDXVHRIWKHZD\VLWVHHPVWRGHI\WKHHVWDEOLVKHG
QRUPVRIVRPHILHOGVRISUDFWLFHHGXFDWLRQLQFOXGHG,WVODFNRIVWUXFWXUHRUWUDGLWLRQDOORZV
IRU PRUH FUHDWLYH SUDFWLFHV DQG GLIIHUHQW W\SHV RI PHPEHUVKLS DQG FRQWULEXWLRQ ZKLFK LQ
HVVHQFHLVZKDWFKDUDFWHULVHVDGLJLWDOSDUWLFLSDWRU\FXOWXUH$OWKRXJKWKHFRPELQDWLRQRIWKH
ZHE DQG HGXFDWLRQ KDV WKH SRWHQWLDO WR FUHDWH GLIIHUHQW FRQWH[WV IRU OHDUQLQJ 'LDV GH
)LJXHLUHGRLWLVQRWDJLYHQWKDWWKHZHEFDQVHUYHHGXFDWLRQLQWUDQVIRUPDWLYHZD\V
'LJLWDOSDUWLFLSDWRU\OHDUQLQJDVDIRUPRIOLEHUDWLRQDQGDZD\RIHQFRXUDJLQJOHDUQHUV¶FULWLFDO
HQJDJHPHQWZLWK WKHZRUOG LVDVPXFKGHSHQGHQWRQZKDW WKHZHEHQDEOHVDQG LW LVRQ WKH
DWWLWXGHVDQGYDOXHVRIWKHDJHQWVWKDWOHDUQLQWKRVHVSDFHV&RVWDDQG+DUULV,WLVLQWKLV
VHQVHWKDW LW LV LPSRUWDQW WRHYDOXDWHWKHµLQIODWHGUKHWRULF¶ WKDWVXUURXQGV WKHGLJLWDODQGLWV
FRQQHFWLRQWRHGXFDWLRQ%XFNLQJKDP 
+HQFH IRU WKHSXUSRVHRI WKLV UHVHDUFKZHERUURZ IURP WKHZRUNRI %RXUGLHXNH\
FRQFHSWVHVSHFLDOO\ILHOGKDELWXVDQGGR[DWRRSHUDWLRQDOLVHWKHZHEDVDVRFLDOVSDFHDQGD
ILHOG RI SUDFWLFH )ROORZLQJ %RXUGLHX¶V ZULWLQJV ZH ZRUN RQ WKH LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ WKDW WKH
SHUFHSWLRQRIDQ\JLYHQVRFLDOVSDFHLVDµSURGXFWRIDGRXEOHVWUXFWXULQJ¶SURFHVV%RXUGLH
HQFRPSDVVLQJREMHFWLYHDQGVXEMHFWLYHFRQVWUXFWLRQVRI UHDOLW\RQH LQZKLFK WKH
SURSHUWLHVDWWULEXWHGWRDJHQWVDQGWKHVFKHPHVRISHUFHSWLRQDQGDSSUHFLDWLRQWKDWGHILQHWKHP
DUHHYHUSUHVHQWLQWKHVSDFHVLQZKLFKWKH\LQWHUDFWLELGVRPHWLPHVLQPRUHFRQVFLRXVZD\V
WKDQRWKHUV$VDQHZORFXVRIDFWLRQWKHZHEUHSUHVHQWVDQDGGLWLRQDOVRPHWLPHVDOWHUQDWLYH
VSDFHLQZKLFKµQHZIRUPVRISRZHUVWDWXVDQGFRQWUROHPHUJH>DQGIURPZKLFK@QHZIRUPV
RI LQHTXDOLW\¶ -HQNLQV HW DO  FDQ GHULYH (YHQ VR WKH ZHE GRHV QRW UHSUHVHQW DQ
LQVWLWXWLRQDOLVHGVWUXFWXUHZLWKUHFRJQLVHGQRUPV,QIDFWDWILUVWVLJKWWKHZHEPD\SUHVHQW
LWVHOIDVDIUHHVRFLDOVSDFHDEOHRIDFFRPPRGDWLQJGLIIHUHQWFXOWXUDOSUDFWLFHVDQGLWVGLVWLQFWLYH
DJHQWV7KLVGLYHUVLW\LVDUHIOHFWLRQRIWKHGLIIHUHQWFDSLWDOV±VRFLDOHFRQRPLFFXOWXUDODQG
V\PEROLF±WKDWGLIIHUHQWLQGLYLGXDOVEULQJWRWKHGLJLWDOVSKHUHDVWKHLUHPERGLHGKDELWXV7KLV
KRZHYHULVQRWWRVD\WKDWWKHZHELVGHYRLGRIDVWUXFWXUHEXWUDWKHUWKDWWKHFRQILJXUDWLRQRI
SUDFWLFHVRQOLQHPD\VHHPOHVVRUJDQLVHGEHFDXVHWKH\DUHQRWLQVWLWXWLRQDOLVHG,QGLYLGXDOV¶
SUDFWLFHV RQ WKH RWKHU KDQG PD\ DOUHDG\ EH HQWUHQFKHG E\ LQVWLWXWLRQDO UXOHV 6XFK
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REVHUYDWLRQVFDQOHDGWRLQWHUSUHWDWLRQVRIWKHZHELVDVSDFHZLWKDKLJKHUOHYHORIIUHHGRPWR
DFWZKHQFRPSDUHGWRRWKHUVSDFHVRISUDFWLFHVWKDWDUHVKDSHGE\DUHJXODWRU\KDQG 
In this vein, iQGLYLGXDOV¶ practices ± digital or not - are, to a great extent, a reflection of 
the dispositions, or the habitus WKH\ µFDUU\ DFURVV WKH YDULHG FRQWH[WV RI their dDLO\ OLYHV¶
(Bennett and Matson 2010, 326). This understanding of habitus as accumulated and 
transferrable dispositions from and to different social spaces is important to the understanding 
of higher education VWXGHQWV¶ OHDUQLQJ SUDFWLFHV online as it places them in relation to the 
different learning contexts that shape their academic experience.  It can be said that the social 
ZRUOGLVµFRQVWUXFWHGLQdifferent ways according to different principles of vision and division¶ 
(Bourdieu, 1989, p. 19). For example, the role of the web and digital participatory culture can 
be approached differently by educators and students, thus creating not only social but also 
intellectual distances between the different groups of agents. 
     The understanding of LQGLYLGXDOV¶RZQ logic of practice can be further advanced by 
the application of the concept of doxa µDVWKHHPERGLPHQWRIEHOLHIVEHORQJLQJWRDILHOG of 
SUDFWLFH¶&RVWDDQG0XUSK\ 2016, 52), i.e., as uncontested habitus. Doxa is herein a pertinent 
lens of observation when studying which digital practices students consider relevant to their 
education and which ones they reserve for other realms of their lives. Research on digital 
dissonances (Hrastinski and Aghaee 2012) has reported about the problematic of transferring 
digital practices from one social space to another. Students often do not associate their 
engagement with the web with formal education. This unconscious demarcation between 
digital practices exercised in formal education and those practised elsewhere (Clark et al. 2009) 
is a clear indication that the digital world enjoys of different statuses in different fields of 
action.  
The next section presents a summary of the research methods. It is followed by the 
analysis and discussion of the findings. 
 
The study  
The results and discussion presented in this article are drawn from a bigger study on curricular 
design practices with the web and the digital practices inherent to it (see, for example, Costa 
and Harris 2017). For the purpose of this paper, we explore the learning practices of higher 
education students enrolled to a module on µ/LYLQJDQGZRUNLQJRQ WKHZHE¶ as part of an 
optional module offered in a University in the UK. The module ran once a year for a period of 
3 years and was taken by 87 students.  
In order to conduct empirical work RQ VWXGHQWV¶ learning practices online, an 
ethnographic action research (EAR) approach was conducted with regards to the design and 
implementation of the module in question. The module was organised to provide students with 
relevant content about the digital, but also, and above all, encouraged students to adopt learning 
approaches that encouraged their critical engagement and participation with the their studies. 
The combination of ethnography (a way of understanding cultural practices) and action 
research (a form of inquiry to nurture new practices) (Tacchi et al. 2003) fulfilled the objective 
of developing an iterative research approach (Tacchi et al. 2009, 4). The choice for an EAR 
design derived from the importance of working within the realm of reflective practice with 
both the researchers and the researched. Reflection was a crucial component for the research 
as it allowed to explore the circumstances in which practices occurred and how practices could 
be improved. Reflective practice is a common feature of online participation; a form of 
recording and sharing experiences, and establishing a presence online. The implementation and 
study of the module took place in two complementary stages that were repeated and refined 
every time the module ran.  
The first stage consisted in linking the features of the digital culture with critical 
learning activities. Drawing on the work of Jenkins et al. (2009) and Miller (2011), we designed 
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a diet of learning activities that aimed to engage participants with the digital in participatory 
and dialogical ways as evidenced by the table below. 
 
 
 
 
Digital participatory 
culture features 
Critical pedagogy learning activities 
 
Creation 
 
- Proposals of learning activities (challenges) that require 
OHDUQHUV¶ production of content via their blogs and other 
platforms, such as video logs and animations. 
Sharing - Design of sessions where students could present and 
discuss their creations with their peers and wider 
audiences. 
- Built-in peer-comment as part of their blog reflective 
activities as a form of dialogical learning. 
- Encouragement of sharing practices and resources via 
networks such as Twitter , as part of their learning process 
Social connectivity - Proposal of learning opportunities across different spaces 
and networks, by encouraging students to participate in 
relevant knowledge networks online.  
- Encouragement of networking practices in and beyond the 
classroom via network sites such as Twitter and established 
#tags 
 
The second stage of preparing the research consisted in finding methods which would allow us 
to DFFHVVVWXGHQWV¶GLJLWDOOHDUQLQJpractices.  Following Tacchi et al. (2009) work, we adopted 
a participant observation position within the research project as a form of continuously 
reflecting on and recording what was being observed. Field note taking, as part of the 
observations, became a form of documenting what was observed and also of developing a 
research routine that would keep us constantly engaged with the project not only as educators, 
but also as researchers (Angrosino 2007).  
Participants were asked to keep a reflective blog as part of their participation in the 
module. The blog served to record and reflect about their own practices and approaches to 
learning on the digital and were given the opportunity to experiment with different forms of 
online communication such DV WH[W DXGLR DQG YLGHR 7KHVH VWXGHQWV¶ SURGXFWLRQV EHFDPH
research data valuable to the project as it captured SDUWLFLSDQWV¶RZQYRLFHVDQGRSLQLRQVRIWKH
module at the same time it provided evidence of their digital learning practices.
 Participants were also given a questionnaire where they could report about their 
experiences and express their opinions about the module anonymously. 
Research ethics was granted to conduct this research and all research participants 
featured in the study were informed of the intent of the project and provided consent to their 
participation in the study.  
For the analysis of the research data, a thematic approach within an interpretive stance 
was adopted. This allowed us to explore patterns, consistencies and contradictions across the 
information collected.  The findings of the data collected are analysed in the section below. 
 
 
Findings  
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Two key findings surfaced UHJDUGLQJVWXGHQWV¶HQJDJHPHQWDQGSHUFHSWLRQVRQWKHGLJLWDOIRU
educational purposes. The first finding relates to the observation that students were ambivalent 
about the ways they should engage in a participatory environment that was mediated by the 
digital. Students are often said to appreciate more autonomous ways of learning, especially 
when these include new forms of digital communication (*OXãDF et al 2015). Even though 
research participants welcomed such pedagogical proposals, they did so with a mix of 
enthusiasm and a certain level of hesitation and uncertainty. This is particularly evidenced by 
the learning habitus that research participants develop throughout their µHGXFDWLRQDOFDUHHU¶ and 
which do not necessarily include the web as either a tool or environment for learning.  
The second key finding of this study has to do with VWXGHQWV¶ relation to the digital 
world not only as a space of participation and voice, but also as a form of exposure. Although 
participants often reported on the benefits of online communication as a form of free 
expression, they also reflected on the vulnerabilities they felt about making their participation 
visible via digital channels of communication. We depict these aspects below through an 
analysis of the findings and related discussion. We draw on direct quotes from the research 
SDUWLFLSDQWV DV HYLGHQFH RI UHVHDUFK ILQGLQJV $V D IRUP RI SUHVHUYLQJ SDUWLFLSDQWV¶
confidentiality, and when possible, we used quotes from anonymised sources, such as the 
anonymous questionnaires, instead of other forms of communication that were open to the 
public. 
 
Ambivalence and digital learner autonomy  
 
In general participants seemed to enjoy the proposed learning approaches, especially because 
of the novelty that is associated with learning on the digital, as the quotes-example suggest:  
I enjoyed being able to get in touch with others via the hashtag and 
I thought creating our own blog was unique (Anonymous 
Questionnaire)  
 
I enjoyed the fact that so many components of the module were 
RQOLQH« >DQG@ ZULWLQJ WKH EORJ SRVWV DV WKH\ DUH D ZD\ RI
H[SUHVVLQJRXURSLQLRQVRQGLIIHUHQWWRSLFVZKLFKZHGRQ¶WXVXDOO\
get the opportunity to do in other classes (Anonymous 
Questionnaire)  
 
However, students were often less certain of the forms of participation and contribution that 
were associated and expected with this way of learning: 
 
«,ZDVQRWH[SHFWLQJWRKDYHWRZULWHZHHNO\UHIOHFWLRQV,WZDV
very intimidating. (Blog10) 
 
,IRXQGWKHWDVNRIVHWWLQJXSP\RZQEORJTXLWHGDXQWLQJDVLWLVQ¶W
something I ever considered doing. It is a style of writing that I am 
QRWXVHG WREXWEHLQJDEOH WR UHDGHDFKRWKHU¶VEORJVDQG OHDUQ
from what they have done is something I found invaluable. (Blog 
44) 
 
The digital learning approach employed for the module SODFHGDVWURQJGHPDQGRQVWXGHQWV¶
active input, because of its emphasis on participatory approaches to learning. This redefined 
VWXGHQWV¶HQJDJHPHQWZLWKacademic modules not only through space, but also through time, 
as learning and participation in the module was not limited to a given scheduled slot. Such 
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difference in the organisation of learning was often regarded as an interference with VWXGHQWV¶
established study routines, as reflected by some participants where their lack of participation 
was concerned:  
 
The University requires that we as full time students have a specific 
number of contact hours (Anonymous Questionnaire)  
 
People focused on their blog posts in between classes and on their 
other coursework for other modules which left no time to interact 
online in between classes (Anonymous Questionnaire) 
 
Digital forms of participation and education not only require a constant engagement with what 
is being learnt, but it also render a higher level of exposure and visibility because learning 
through participatory approaches requires constant and observable forms of contribution. 
These were aspects of digital participatory learning that many students found difficult to 
engage with as their learning practices seemed to be better adjusted to standardised modules 
in which the process of learning is more often than a private rather than a public activity.  
Notwithstanding the lack of sustained online activity in between scheduled classes as 
part of their engagement with the module, students reported that they felt more at ease with 
online formats than they did with face to face ones as depicted in the following theme. This 
somehow shows a participation paradox regarding the different approaches students adopt to 
their participation during class time, depending if it was organised online or in a classroom 
setting. $V %DUDN HW DO  DVVHUW µit is well known that people say and do things in 
cyberspace that they ordinarily would not say or do in the face-to-IDFHZRUOG¶S,Q
our case this difference in behaviour is not in any way pernicious. In fact, it evidences what 
Suller (2004) would call a positive disinhibition effect that generates interactions between 
peers and tutor as part of the learning experience. Nonetheless, it is unclear if this form of 
performance gives way to a sense of personal empowerment DVVWXGHQWV¶online participation 
is mostly limited to scheduled class sessions, thus not fulfilling one of the key objective of 
critical education as unhampered participation (Illch, 1971). 
 
Online learning as exposure 
 
In general, students were enthusiastic about the online sessions offered as part of the module. 
They reflected that the online sessions: 
 
worked more effectively as I felt I could voice my opinions easily 
(Anonymous Questionnaire) 
 
[were] much easier as you feel your opinion and comments matter 
more, no one is there to scrutinise you (Anonymous 
Questionnaire). 
 
Such statements were particularly justified because of the degree of comfort the online 
medium provided to the students when engaging with both the lecturer and their peers. This 
type of evidence was made clear via the online questionnaire, where students were asked to 
reflect on their participation in the course: 
 
I feel more confident in speaking out online rather than in class 
(Anonymous Questionnaire) 
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You have more confidence to speak over twitter as the boundaries 
are blurred and I felt much more comfortable to ask questions and 
answer questions via twitter (Anonymous Questionnaire) 
 
The connection of online participation with a strong sense of confidence provides some 
insights into the perceptions of power structures that may be associated with classic 
classroom dynamics between students and tutors. The online world is often regarded as a 
space where participation can be developed in more democratizing ways (Dahlberg, 2001) 
and where confidence is enacted through a perception of status neutralization (Barak et al., 
2008). This may well be because of the lack of physical contact or a disembodied 
imagination of their social position within this type of learning experience. Such perceptions 
can lessen the sense of authority some individuals may convey in relation to others when 
playing different roles as part of an educational experience. Online as a space of 
socialisation can seem to convey a more diluted version of power dynamics and thus convey 
a certain sense of parity where individuals regard each other as participants rather than 
students and tutors.  
 The other aspect that we can take into consideration is that online participation even 
when practised synchronously does not have to be immediate, thus providing users with time 
and space for reflection, which is often a preference for introverts (Myers and Myers, 1980). 
The pressure to participate is eased by the distance the screen provides: 
 
Contributing online gives you the time to properly think about your 
answer and compose it the way you want. It is also less 
intimidating as sending an answer on Twitter as it doesn't feel as 
much of a big deal as contributing an answer in front of the 
lecturer and the whole class (Anonymous Questionnaire) 
 
Hence, online participation can also be regarded as a safe space.  Even though it can provide 
visibility to the participant, to can also present a degree of flexibility regarding formats of 
contribution that are more conducive to introvert dispositions. Research points out that 
LQWURYHUWV PD\ ILQG µWKHLU UHDO PH¶ PRUH HDVLO\ RQOLQH $PLFKDL-Hamburger et al. 2002) 
because of the different forms of expression that the web enables: 
 
I prefer online as I am shy and therefore felt I could participate 
more online (Anonymous Questionnaire) 
 
Nonetheless, online contribution seems to be regarded by students as a form of class 
participation, or presence, rather than a form of empowerment and learning. Research field 
confirm confirmed that: 
 
Students seem to feel more comfortable contributing to the 
discussion RQOLQH«. «WKH\DUHTXLWHµDWKRPH¶FRQWULEXWLQJWR
the class discussion via Twitter, often asking for more questions to 
be asked during the session as an opportunity for participation. 
However, this interaction, which amounts to hundreds of tweets in 
one single session, soon dies out once the session is over. Online 
interactions only seem to happen during class time (Researcher 1, 
Field Notes) 
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This last observation by the researcher seems to be justified by one of the participants who 
states that the: 
Lack of online interaction [between classes] is possibly because 
people didn't feel the need to and thought they could slip under the 
radar. (Anonymous Questionnaire) 
 
We can herein infer that although the web provides individuals with new forms of expression, 
it does not automatically endows students with a sense of agency. In the presence of formal 
education requirements, the tutor still holds a distinctive position within the educational 
hierarchy:    
 
I think people [the other students] might have been hesitant to start 
a discussion/interaction between classes because they hadn't seen 
anyone else post anything besides the lecturer. (Anonymous 
Questionnaire) 
 
The web may blur boundaries, but it does not obliterate them completely. These become ever 
more pronounced when individuals realise that their contributions online are observable and 
can be judged:  
 
A possible reason [why people did not participate between classes] 
was that people may have been unsure of their answers and 
therefore were unsure what to comment out in the open. 
(Anonymous Questionnaire) 
 
The quote examples used above show that online communication can work in favour of 
students¶ participation in that it provides them with a platform for exploration of their own 
voice. Nonetheless, online communication, as a performative act, is also a form of exposure 
that students prefer to experience in more cautious ways because of the visibility that it 
provides.  The web as a locus of participation is not only a space where students can develop 
their voice, but also a place where their voice can be open to scrutiny.  
,WLVYLVLEOHWKDWSDUWLFLSDQWV¶HQWKXVLDVPIRUD digital participatory approach as part of 
their learning provision derives from the uniqueness of the approach proposed. However, this 
novelty is soon replaced by confusion as to their role as learners and the way their learning 
should be conducted.  
The perceptions participants shared about being able to more freely develop a voice 
online than face-to-face is a curious aspect. It appears to indicate that the screen forms a kind 
of a shield that, at the same it seems to give participants some sense of protection, it allows 
them to project their ideas to a wider audience. In this sense, the web as a stage of participation 
VHHPVDWILUVWVLJKW WRHQKDQFHVWXGHQWV¶SDUWLFLSDWLRQPRUHWKDQLWGLVUXSWV+RZHYHU WKH
visibility developed on the web also leads to a greater sense of vulnerability and caution given 
WKH H[SRVXUH LQKHUHQW WR WKH SXEOLFDWLRQ RI LGHDV RQOLQH (YHQ WKRXJK SDUWLFLSDQWV¶
contributions may be seen as disembodied ± in the absence of the physical bodies - their voices 
are not, because their participation is not anonymous. This in itself can ensue internal conflicts 
UHJDUGLQJ WKH UHVSRQVLELOLW\ WKDW LV LPSOLFLWO\ SODFHG RQ SDUWLFLSDQWV¶ FRQWULEXWLRQV DV DQ
example of critical learning. This raises the question if the web has, in the context of this 
study, been used and regarded by students as a tool of power or empowerment.   
Following this analysis of the research data, we will now engage in a critical discussion 
of the findings. We start by employing the work of Bourdieu and where his work presents 
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shortcoming we will employ the work of other theorists to provide a more encompassing 
reflections on the findings.  
 
Discussion  
 
The purpose of critical education is that of liberating the learner, in other words, of providing 
them with the tools and attitudes to take ownership of their learning. With regards to a 
participatory culture this implies the development of strategies that allow students to transform 
their online participation into meaningful acts of learning (Illch 1971, 44). The Freirean 
problem-posing method does not differentiate between the activity of the teacher and that of 
the student, which in IrZLQ¶V YLHZ PHDQV WR have µdoxa (opinion) superseded by logos 
(knowledge)¶ (2012, 58). The conversion of doxa into knowledge has the purpose of 
GHYHORSLQJDJHQWV¶ critical consciousness (Freire 1987, 87) in their engagement with the social 
world and their education. Additionally, the goal of this transformation is also that of changing 
DJHQWV¶status from recipients to creators of information as a form of agency.  
This type of critical participation is one of the main drivers of a digital culture and yet 
such critical participation is not evidenced in our study. In the case of our study it was 
particularly visible that participants were not ready to fully change their learning practices from 
consumers to producers of knowledge.  Students showed a learning habitus typical of more 
conventional teaching and learning relationships which are often punctuated by a specific time 
and place as part of an academic routine that has historically gained universal acceptance 
(Bourdieu 2000, 88), i.e. its taken for granted structure. This doxified approach further meant 
that participants strategically ± but perhaps unconsciously -  adjusted their learning practices 
to follow what they perceived to be the rules of the module as if it were a game in which they 
played. More specifically, students focused particularly on activities that counted towards their 
learning credits and which carried the weight of assessment. Student thus organised their 
practice to comply with the assessment activities, as for example, the writing of weekly 
blogposts, even though they did not feel entirely at ease with such activities. Yet, they showed 
far less commitment in engaging in participating online for the purpose of the module between 
scheduled classes. Although the blogging activities can be regarded as forms of participation 
and production of knowledge ± and indeed they are forms of knowledge contribution - it was 
perceptible that VWXGHQWV¶HQJDJHPHQW LQ VXFKSURSRVHGpractices was a direct and strategic 
response to curricular activities validated by assessment rather that a step towards autonomous 
learning. As Bourdieu (1991) reminds us µE\ virtue of the habitus, individuals are already 
predisposed to act in certain ways, pursue certain goals, avow certain tastes and so RQ¶17). 
Changing those predispositions takes more than a new proposal of practice, it requires a greater 
awareness of the taken for granted approaches, which Freire (1970) called critical 
conscientização. Without evidence of this level of conscious action as a form of 
empowerment± which we did not find in our research ± we can never adequately interpret 
SDUWLFLSDQWV¶actions as premeditated, precisely because their practices are conducted in the 
silence of the doxa (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 131). 
  6WXGHQWV¶ doxic approach prevented them from fully developing a sense of agency that 
matched the imperatives of a digital culture. The logic of practice proposed for this module 
established a clear difference in relation to the practices students have developed and embodied 
as part of their studies in other modules. Such difference in practice became a hidden barrier to 
SDUWLFLSDQWV¶DGRSWLQJD participatory approach to their studies. It is important to note that this 
unconscious resistance to online participation does not seem to be a reflection or lack of 
appropriate literacies to learn on the web. It is rather a reflection of SDUWLFLSDQWV¶ learning 
habitus and their strategic understanding of how academia generally works.  
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6WXGHQWV¶LQYHVWPHQWLQWKHDFDGHPLFJDPHLPSOLHVDJRRGNQRZOHGJHof the rules of 
the field of academia as well as the role they play in it, their status. In our particular case, it is 
the academy and not the web that regulates SDUWLFLSDQWV¶VWXGLHV. It is therefore no surprise that 
their learning habitus is more oriented towards the dominant ways of playing the game than it 
is to the opportunities the web presents for learning in a more autonomous way.  Logics of 
practice µare defined in the relationship between habitus and objective structures inherited from 
KLVWRU\¶ Bourdieu 1998, 53). Academia, for that matter, overrules the web as a space of 
learning because of its long tradition and its legitimate power (Costa 2013). The result is a 
preference for following the rules assumed to belong to the academy as they provide students 
with a stable structure of practice that is known to them and which they have learnt to navigate. 
This familiarity with the µrules RI WKH JDPH¶ provides students with a higher degree of 
reassurance regarding the approaches they take. Bourdieu (1990a) names this illusio, µthe tacit 
UHFRJQLWLRQRIWKHVWDNHVRIWKHJDPH¶(110). It is this recognition of the value of the game that 
drives participants to invest in what they regard as appropriate or adequate practices. Powering 
this approach is a false sense of control over the rules of the game which if carried out 
successful are expected to yield a higher degree of academic recognition. The field of academia 
through its doxa undistinguishably exercises power over its actors and reifies illusio as 
achievement. The outcome is a classic example of reproduction of academic practices. 
 
It would however be unfair to say that the web as a field of knowledge production and 
participation did not generate any interest or change in the way students interacted and learnt 
in the module under investigation. The main purpose of the module was to raise awareness of 
different ways of learning through the participatory features the web affords to its users. Even 
though participants felt it hard to sustain the learning interaction outside scheduled learning 
hours, online participation during class time was profuse, marking a distinctive difference in 
relation to interactions with the tutor and peers in face to face contexts. When students set aside 
WLPHWRSDUWLFLSDWHRQOLQHDVSDUWRIWKHPRGXOHWKH\GLGVRLQµXQKDPSHUHGZD\V¶,llich, 1971) 
thus evidencing their capability for agency and dialogue. This discrepancy in relation to 
VWXGHQWV¶SDUWLFLSDWLRQoutside class time is worth exploring and reflecting on.    
 Borrowing from Foucault (1991) the metaphor of the panopticon, we can devise an 
interpretation of the web that reveals SDUWLFLSDQWV¶ engagement online in a less liberating light 
and from a more repressive position.  Regarding the web as a panopticon means to consider 
the web as surveillance tool of online behaviours. In our concrete case, the web provides the 
tutor with access to studentV¶ online presence and participation in the context of their education. 
The effect of web panopticism can thus be understood DVDIRUPRISRZHUWKDWµLVYLVLEOHLQWKH
form oIWKHFHQWUDOZDWFKWRZHU¶+RSH35) and which exposes the student, but covers the 
watcher.  
The web when regarded as a panopticon ceases to fulfil the purpose of an emancipatory 
learning experience, because it jeopardizes the essence of critical agency, that is, autonomy. 
7KLVLVUHYHDOHGLQRXUUHVHDUFKWKURXJKVWXGHQWV¶own ambivalence regarding the frequency, 
value and purpose they attach to their online contributions. The web as a panopticon serves 
students well as a place of visible participation when that type of performance is needed, as for 
example, participation during class time. Yet, web panopticism becomes an obstacle to 
authentic participation because it also works as a space of control that PDNHVH[SOLFLWVWXGHQWV¶ 
status in the educational hierarchy, as learners under the gaze of the master, or tutor.   
Viewing digital learning through the prism of panopticism inevitably invites a reference 
WRWKHFUHDWLRQRIµGRFLOHERGLHV
LQHGXFDWLRQ)RXFDXOW1984). The ways in which students in 
this study shape their learning experiences in strategic ways and navigate the observational 
aspects of digital environments, certainly points to the disciplined and subjectified self-
referenced in the literature (Carlile 2011; Cooper 2014). At the same the level of ambivalence 
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they exhibit towards their participation and their online activity suggests a more nuanced 
picture of the strategic learnerRQHLQZKLFK%RXUGLHX¶VLOOXVLRDQGWKHUHFRJQLWLRQRIWKHUXOHV
of the game comes more to the fore. While the parameters of docility are open to question, such 
reference to subjectivation and doxa surely help to undermine the conception of digital learning 
as an unhindered and wilful transformative act.                          
 
Conclusion  
In summary, the web as a panoptic space pays more and better service to power 
structures through the relationships that are established by agents with different status than it 
empowers learners with new spaces for dialogue and democratic practice. In this sense, the 
web seem to imprison more than it is able to liberate in the context of formal education. This 
is precisely because the web even though it can be considered as a space of democratic 
participation does not cancel out the power relationships that permeate the educational world. 
On the contrary, it can intensify them. An act of resistance against the panoptic eye is then a 
refusal to participate beyond the necessary to keep a relevant position in the field of education. 
The web is more and more pervDVLYHRISHRSOH¶VGDLO\SUDFWLFHV,WLVWKXVH[SHFWHGWKDW
our use of technology is becoming more embodied than premeditated. This is particularly 
visible in the current study when students participate online as evidence of their engagement 
in the module. They do so with a great level of competence and technical mastery. This 
however does not necessarily mean participants regard their participation as learning, but rather 
as a prerequisite to attend the module. In this sense, participation and dialogue do not 
DXWRPDWLFDOO\ HTXDWH WR FULWLFDO FRQVFLRXVQHVV DV HQYLVDJHG E\ )UHLUH 3DUWLFLSDQWV¶ RQOLQH
participation is in essence a visible effort to conform to the rules of the game, of which 
attending classes is a distinctive sign of exemplar student behaviour.  
Given the lack of bodily presence in online spaces, class attendance is evidenced by tangible 
forms of participation and self-SUHVHQWDWLRQ DV D IRUP RI FUHDWLQJ D VHQVH RI µEHLQJ WKHUH¶
5HWWLHS+HQFHVWXGHQWV¶RQOLQHHQJDJHPHQWGXULQJFOass time is a performative 
DFW DPDQLIHVWDWLRQRI µFODVV DWWHQGDQFH¶ZKLFK LQDGYHUWHQWO\ UHVXOWV LQ DJUHDWHUGHJUHHRI
participation and dialogue amongst students when compared to face to face sessions. 
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